C-reactive protein at the interface between innate immunity and inflammation.
C-reactive protein (CRP), the prototypic acute-phase protein, increases rapidly in response to infection and inflammation. Although CRP was thought to be a passive, nonspecific marker of inflammation, recent studies indicate that CRP plays a key role in the innate immune system by recognizing pathogens and altered self determinants. Activation of complement and interaction with Fcgamma receptors by CRP provides a link between the innate and adaptive immune systems. Recent evidence suggests that CRP is a marker of atherosclerotic disease and may play a role in its induction. However, CRP has an anti-inflammatory role in autoimmune diseases, such as systemic lupus erythematosus. In this article, we review the biological mechanisms by which CRP exerts its effects on the immune system and discuss its role in infection, cardiovascular disease, malignancy and systemic lupus erythematosus.